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ON THE MOBILITY OF IDIOMS IN ENGLISH* 
Takako Furuya
   1. Introduction.   The purpose of this paper is to explore the 
mobility  of idiomatic expressions, as studied by Horn 2003 in particular. 
The following sentence is from Felser (1998: 366), and this sentence is 
presented as an ungrammatical one by her, as shown in 1. 
 
(1)*All hell was heard breaking loose.
The sentence in 1 is the passive counterpart of the active sentence in 2.
(2) We heard all hell breaking loose.
This active sentence contains the participial form of the idiom ‘[A]ll hell 
breaks loose’ (Taishukan’s Genius English-Japanese Dictionary, p. 849) 
as a perception verb complement.  Felser (1998: 354) analyzes an idiom 
following a perception verb as a ‘clausal constituent’.  On the basis of 
such an analysis, she claims that the subject of a complement like this 
cannot be passivized (p. 366).  In order to examine her argument, I asked 
my informants to judge whether the passive sentence in 1 is acceptable 
or not.  Interestingly enough, unlike Felser, they accepted this passive 
sentence, as shown in 3.
 
(3) ok/ok All hell was heard breaking loose.
The present paper, thus, will explore the mobility of idioms, observing 
the syntactic and semantic properties of these expressions, and, on the 
basis of the studies conducted by Machonis 1985, O’Grady 1998, and 
Horn 2003, among others, this paper will argue for the mobility of certain 
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idioms and the availability of the passive sentence illustrated by the 
example in 3.      
This paper consists of six sections.  Section 2 will deal with how an 
idiom is defined.  Section 3 will observe the passivization of idioms in 
detail.  Section 4 will look at the syntactic behavior of idioms in various 
constructions, including passive constructions.  In Section 5, on the basis 
of the observations obtained in Section 3 and Section 4, the mobility of 
certain idioms will be confirmed; then the passive sentence in 3 will be 
discussed and claimed to be available.  Section 6 will conclude the paper.
                
   2. The definition of idioms.   First of all, it is essential to look 
at how idioms are defined.  It is said that idioms are characterized as 
being noncompositional in their meaning (Katz & Postal 1963: 275, 
Fraser 1970: 22, Katz 1973: 358, Chomsky 1980: 149, van der Linden 
1992: 223).  For example, Katz & Postal (1963: 275) describe idioms as 
follows.1
The essential feature of an idiom is that its full meaning, and more 
generally the meaning of any sentence containing an idiomatic 
stretch, is not a compositional function of the meanings of the idiom’s 
elementary grammatical parts.  
Similarly, Chomsky (1980: 149) also mentions the meaning of idioms as 
below.
    
…consider idiomatic expressions such as “take care of,” “take 
advantage of,” “take exception to,” “make much of,” “make mention 
of,” “kick the bucket,” etc.  These are idiomatic in the sense that their 
meaning is noncompositional….  
                                                
On the other hand, Nunberg, Sag, & Wasow (1994: 491) argue 
against these generative grammarians’ view of ‘idiomaticity’ as 
‘noncompositionality’.  They emphasize the necessity for distinguishing 
idiomatic expressions into two types, proposing ‘idiomatically combining 
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expressions’ and ‘idiomatic phrases’ (p. 496-7).2  The former, ‘idiomatically 
combining expressions’ are illustrated by examples like ‘take advantage’ 
(p. 491) and ‘pull strings’ (p. 496), and they are ‘idioms whose parts 
carry identifiable parts of their idiomatic meanings’ (p. 496).  The latter, 
‘idiomatic phrases’, are ones such as ‘saw logs, kick the bucket, and shoot 
the breeze whose idiomatic interpretations cannot be distributed over their 
parts’ (p. 497).  
In Section 3, let us observe how idioms behave syntactically in 
passivization.
 
   3. The availability of passivized idioms.   It is well known 
that the string kick the bucket has two readings (Katz & Postal 1963: 276, 
Katz 1973: 359).  One reading is the idiomatic one ‘die’, and the other is 
the nonidiomatic one ‘strike some vessel with the foot’ (Katz 1973: 359).
The passive construction of this expression, kick the bucket, is available; 
however, this passive voice can be interpreted only literally and does not 
have its idiomatic interpretation (Wasow, Sag, & Nunberg  1983: 110, 
Machonis 1985: 298).  Newmeyer (1974: 330) also provides examples of 
idioms including kick the bucket which do not allow passivization, as in 4.
(4) a. kick the bucket
b. sit on pins and needles
c. shoot the bull
d. make the scene
e. blow one’s top
There are other idioms with both an idiomatic meaning and a 
literal meaning like the ones in 4.  The examples in 5 are such idioms. 
According to Newmeyer 1974, they can be passivized; however, unlike 
the idioms in 4, their passives can be interpreted not only idiomatically 
but literally as well.3
(5) a. pull one’s leg
b. bury the hatchet
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c. spill the beans
d. pop the question
e. burn one’s fingers 
    (a-e from Newmeyer 1974: 329)
Let us go on to another observation on the passivization of idioms. 
In Machonis 1985, much of the study is devoted to the passivization of 
idioms.  In that literature, the idioms which are dealt with are classified 
into four types depending on the structure which an idiom expression has. 
The four types are represented as N0VC1, N0VC1PrepC2, N0VC1PrepN2, 
and N0VN1PrepC2.  In the structure N0VC1, ‘N0 is a free noun, and V and 
C1 a frozen verb-noun combination’  (p. 291).  Examples of this type are 
ones such as the following (the examples in 6-8 are from Machonis 1985: 
291).
 
(6) a. Dot hit the ceiling.
b. Another theory bit the dust.
                            
In the structure N0VC1PrepC2, ‘Prep is any preposition and C2 a second 
frozen complement’ (p. 291).  Examples like the idioms which have this 
structure are represented in 7.
(7) a. Florence killed two birds with one stone.
b. Michael took the bull by the horns.
                                 
In the case of the structure N0VC1PrepN2, ‘N2 is a free complement’ (p. 
298), as shown by examples such as the ones in 8.
(8) a. They played a trick on Max.
b. Annie lost touch with Paul.
                                
In the structure N0VN1PrepC2, ‘N1 is the free complement and C2 the 
frozen complement’ (p. 298), as illustrated by examples like the ones in 9 
(the examples in 9 are from Machonis 1985: 298).
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(9) a. The linguists picked that theory to pieces.
b. Knowing French stood him in good stead.
                                  
Next, let us turn our attention to the passive of the idioms of the 
structure N0VC1.  There are variations in the grammaticality of the passive 
voice.  For example, pull strings and break the ice can passivize, as 
shown by the examples in 10 and 11 (the examples in 10 and 11 are from 
Machonis 1985: 298). 
(10) a. Ivan pulled strings (to get his daughter into med school).
b. Strings were pulled by Ivan (to get his daughter into med 
school). 
    (11) a. Michael finally broke the ice.
b. Once the ice was broken (by Michael), the party really got 
started.  
On the other hand, the passive construction of kick the bucket is rejected 
in the sense that this passive construction does not have an idiomatic 
meaning, as shown by the ungrammatical example in 12b (the examples 
in 12 are from Machonis 1985: 298).
(12) a.  Max kicked the bucket.
b.*The bucket was kicked by Max.
   
Another idiomatic expression of this structure, NOVC1, e.g. break one’s 
neck, also exhibits the same behavior as kick the bucket, as shown by the 
following examples (the examples in 13 are from Machonis 1985: 298-9).
(13) a.  Regina broke her neck trying to get here on time.
b.*Regina’s neck was broken trying to get here on time.
c.*Her neck was broken trying to get here on time.
    
As to the following passive counterparts of the idioms of the structure 
N0VC1, as in 14 and 15, Machonis mentions that they are ‘grammatically 
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incorrect or bizarre’ (p.299)(the examples in 14 and 15 are from 
Machonis 1985: 299).
(14) a.  The children may catch cold.
b.*Cold may be caught by the children.
(15) a.  Who cut one? (i.e., ‘farted’)
b.*One was cut by whom?
In addition, in Machonis 1985, it is claimed that the rate of 
grammatical passivized idioms varies from type to type, as follows.  Forty 
percent of the idioms of the structure N0VC1 (e.g. idioms like the examples 
in 6) allow the passive voice.  Thirty percent of those of the structure 
N0VC1PrepC2 (e.g. idioms like the examples in 7) are likely to passivize. 
These results make Machonis believe that ‘[t]here is no definite regularity 
here, just a general recalcitrance’ (p. 299).  Furthermore, in the case of 
the idiomatic expressions of the structure N0VC1PrepN2, which includes 
N2 as a free complement, (e.g. idioms such as the examples in 8), fifty 
percent of those undergo passivization.  As for the idioms of the structure 
N0VN1PrepC2, which has N1 as a free complement, (e.g. idioms such as 
the examples in 9), ninety percent of them allow passive constructions.
In summary, the passive of idioms is available; however, not all 
idioms passivize.  As pointed by Newmeyer 1974, the idioms in 4 do not 
passivize, but those in 5 do.  Moreover, as is evident from the detailed 
study in Machonis 1985 in particular, the grammaticality of passive 
forms varies among those of one type, and, in addition, the difference in 
the rate of grammatical passivized idioms is found among all of the four 
types.  These facts about the syntactic behavior of idioms in passivization 
can derive the following.  Although not all the idiomatic expressions can 
undergo passivization, at least it can be said  that certain idioms display 
‘syntactic mobility’, as pointed out by Jackendoff 1997 and Horn 2003. 
In the next section, we will look at the syntactic behavior of idiomatic 
expressions in various syntactic environments, including passive 
constructions.
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   4. Other syntactic behavior of idioms.   Let us observe 
other syntactic behavior of idiomatic expressions as well.  In what 
follows, we will focus on Horn’s 2003 study, which is worth taking up for 
such a purpose. Horn 2003 works on the ‘mobile expressions’ (p. 256), 
which are ‘VP idioms’ (p. 245), and which are investigated by Jackendoff 
1997 in connection with mobility, and he categorizes these expressions 
into the following two subtypes.  Expressions of one subtype are referred 
to as ‘metaphors’, whose examples are ones such as ‘pull strings’, ‘beat 
swords into plowshares’, ‘draw the line’, ‘jump on the bandwagon’, and 
‘take umbrage’ (p. 256).  They are characterized as having ‘the property 
of transparency of interpretation’ (p. 256).  Expressions of the other 
subtype are called ‘mobile idioms’, whose examples are ones such as 
‘spill the beans’, ‘let the cat out of the bag’, ‘bury the hatchet’, and ‘break 
the ice’ (p. 260).  These idioms have no ‘property of transparency of 
interpretation’ (p. 260).
Horn notes that differences in syntactic behavior are found between 
the two subtypes.  According to him, these differences are relevant to 
‘degree of mobility’ (p. 261); consequently, there are naturally limits to 
syntactic occurrences of ‘mobile idioms’. 
Let us first look at the syntactic behavior of ‘metaphors’.  In Horn’s 
investigation, ‘metaphors’ can appear in diverse syntactic environments 
as well as passive constructions.  First, the NP complements of 
‘metaphors’ can be ‘heads of relative clauses’ (p. 261), as exemplified 
by the following examples (the examples in 16 - 19 are from Horn 2003: 
261).
(16) a. We were surprised at the strings that were pulled to get Joe’s 
promotion.
b. Bill pulled the same strings that Joe pulled to get the 
promotion. 
c. Swords that are beaten into plowshares cease to be a threat.
d. The line that the US Government drew regarding Kuwait 
was unfair.
e. ?We would never draw the line that the Government drew 
regarding Kuwait.
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f. The bandwagon that everyone jumped on ran out of steam 
quickly.
g. Everyone jumped on the bandwagon that most of Hollywood 
supported.  
Secondly, as to ‘metaphors’ ‘[t]he NP complements can also be 
questioned’ (p. 261), as shown by the following examples.
(17) a. How many strings did he pull to get the promotion?
b. What sort of line has the Government drawn concerning 
Kuwait?
c. How many swords are never beaten into plowshares?
d. Which bandwagon will Fred jump on this week?
Thirdly, a metaphor including the verb take, make, or pay can appear in a 
raising sentence, as illustrated by the examples in 18.
(18) a. Homage seemed to be paid to Vietnam veterans when the 
memorial was dedicated.
b. Umbrage appeared to be taken at his remarks.
c. Headway appeared to be made when they discovered 
uranium.
d. A mess appeared to be made while he was rearranging his 
books.
e. A stab seemed to be taken at the problem by the research 
team.
 
Fourthly, a metaphor including the verb take, make, or pay can appear in 
a tough-movement sentence, as shown below. 
(19) a. Progress is difficult to make under those circumstances.
b. Umbrage was easy to take at his remarks.
c. A stand is difficult to take on some issues.
d. Headway is generally hard to make when dealing with 
terrorists.
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e. Lip service is always easy to pay.
Next, let us move to how ‘mobile idioms’ behave in the same contexts 
as ‘metaphors’.  They can also occur in raising constructions besides 
passive constructions (the examples in 20 and 21 are from Horn 2003: 
262).
(20) a. The beans appeared to be spilled when he opened his mouth.
b.?The cat appeared to be let out of the bag.
c. The ice seemed to be broken.
d. After years of fighting, the hatchet appeared to be buried by
  the Israelis and Palestinians.
Like ‘metaphors’, ‘mobile idioms’ can appear in tough-movement 
constructions, as illustrated by the examples in 21. 
(21) a.?The beans were easy to spill.
b.?The cat was easy to let out of the bag.
c.  The ice is sometimes difficult to break at formal dinner    
     parties.
d.  The hatchet is impossible for the Arabs and Israelis to bury.
e.  Arms are not easy to take up against a formidable foe.
f. ?The rap was not difficult for Monica to take.
As for the syntactic behavior of ‘mobile idioms’ in sentences containing 
relative clauses and in wh-questions, Horn observes that, unlike the NP 
complements of ‘metaphors’, those of ‘mobile idioms’ can neither be 
the heads of relative clauses nor undergo the operation of wh-movement. 
Thus, he points out that when ‘mobile idioms’ occur in these sentences, 
the sentences are interpreted only literally, not idiomatically.
To sum up, ‘mobile expressions’, which are studied by Jackendoff 
1997, are classified into ‘metaphors’ and ‘mobile idioms’ in terms of 
‘transparency of interpretation’ by Horn (2003: 260), and it is claimed by 
Horn that the different syntactic behavior between these two subtypes of 
idioms can be attributed to the difference in ‘degree of mobility’ (p. 261). 
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These observations of the syntactic behavior of idioms in various contexts 
in this section, together with those obtained regarding passivization in 
Section 3, further reveal that not all but certain idioms have syntactic 
mobility.
 
   5. Discussion.   In Section 3 and Section 4, we have observed 
the syntactic behavior of idioms.  In Section 3 we have looked at the 
passivization of idioms.  As pointed by Newmeyer 1974, maintaining 
the idiomatic interpretation, some idioms (e.g. those in 4) do not allow 
passivization, but however, some (e.g. those in 5) do.  In addition, in 
Machonis 1985, idioms are classified into four types according to the 
structure of an idiomatic expression, and, in the same literature, it is also 
shown that the difference in grammaticality is found among passivized 
idioms of one type and that the rate of grammatical passivized idioms 
differs among the four types.  Furthermore, in Section 4 we have observed 
other syntactic behavior of idioms as well, focusing on Horn 2003.  Horn 
classifies ‘mobile expressions’ into the two subtypes of ‘metaphors’ 
and ‘mobile idioms’ in terms of ‘transparency of interpretation’ (p. 
260) and examines whether both these subtypes of expressions can 
passivize, whether NP complements occurring in them can be heads of 
relative clauses, and whether they can appear in wh-questions, raising 
constructions, and tough-movement constructions.  The results of his 
study show that ‘metaphors’ can occur in all these constructions but that, 
maintaining an idiomatic meaning, ‘mobile idioms’ can neither be ‘heads 
of relative clauses’ nor occur ‘in wh-questions’ (p. 262).  Such different 
syntactic behavior between the two subtypes is attributed to the difference 
in ‘degree of mobility’ by him (p. 261).  Considering all of the results 
derived from Section 3 and Section 4, described above, we can say as 
follows.  As is obvious from these results, not all but certain idioms have 
syntactic mobility; therefore, as pointed out by O’Grady (1998: 281), 
idioms need not be ‘surface structure constituents’.  
On the basis of those views, let us examine the sentence in 1, which is 
repeated as 22 here.  The sentence in 22 is from Felser (1998: 366), and 
this sentence is judged to be ungrammatical by her, as shown below.  
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(22)*All hell was heard breaking loose.
The sentence in 22 is the passive of the active sentence We heard all 
hell breaking loose, which contains the participial form of the idiom All 
hell breaks loose as a perception verb complement.  Felser (1998: 354) 
analyzes an idiom following a perception verb as a ‘clausal constituent’. 
On the ground of such an analysis, she claims that the subject of a 
complement like this cannot be passivized (p. 366).  For the purpose of 
examining her claim, I asked my informants for the judgment of this 
passive sentence.  The result is that, unlike Felser, they accepted the 
passive sentence, as shown below (the example in 3 is repeated as 23 
here).
 
(23) ok/ok All hell was heard breaking loose.
The appropriateness of this judgment can be strongly supported by the 
grammatical raising sentence from O’Grady (1998: 281) in 24, in which 
the idiom All hell breaks loose occurs.
(24) All hell seemed to break loose. 
The raising sentence in 24 is provided as evidence for his assertion, as 
described in the following (p. 281).
In considering the possible existence of grammatical constraints on 
idioms, it is possible to dismiss from the outset the idea that such 
expressions must be ‘surface structure constituents’,….  
In the light of the fact that the idiom under discussion can occur in the 
raising construction, as shown by the example in 24, we can say as 
follows.  Since it can occur in the raising construction, the idiom All 
hell breaks loose syntactically behaves in the same way as what Horn 
2003 refers to as ‘metaphors’ and ‘mobile idioms’.   That is to say, this 
idiomatic expression has such mobility as Horn (2003: 261) suggests. 
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This means that, unlike Felser’s argument, the mobility of this idiom 
enables the subject of the complement in the active sentence We heard 
all hell breaking loose, i.e. all hell, to occur in the subject position of 
its passive counterpart.  Thus this entails that the passive voice in 23 is 
available.
Finally let us take up additional data as evidence which can contribute 
to the conclusion drawn above.  Consider the following examples from 
Wasow, Sag, & Nunberg (1983: 102).
(25) a. The cat is out of the bag.
b. The cat seems to be out of the bag.
The idiom The cat is out of the bag in 25a corresponds to the string All 
hell breaks loose in that the sentence itself is an idiom.  This idiom can 
occur in a raising construction as well, as illustrated by the example in 
25b.  This fact demonstrates that idioms with this structure have syntactic 
mobility.  Thus the additional data in 25b further helps support the 
conclusion of this paper.
   6. Conclusion.   This paper has investigated the mobility of idiomatic 
expressions.  The investigation based on the studies conducted by 
Machonis 1985, O’Grady 1998, and Horn 2003, among others, has made 
it clear that not all but certain idioms can occur in various syntactic 
contexts: such expressions can occur in passive constructions, NP 
complements of those can be heads of relative clauses, these idioms 
can appear in wh-questions, raising constructions, and tough-movement 
constructions.  These syntactic phenomena indicate that such idioms have 
a property of mobility, as suggested by Horn 2003.  This paper has shown 
that the idiom All hell breaks loose is the expression which has such a 
property; thereby, the paper has claimed that the passive containing this 
idiom, All hell was heard breaking loose, is available, as opposed to 
Felser’s 1998 argument.
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Notes
* I am indebted to John Parsons and Chesney O. Gottschalk, who served as 
informants.
1
 See Nunberg, Sag, & Wasow (1994: 498) for quoted definitions of idioms 
in terms of compositionality.
2
 Moreover, Nunberg, Sag, & Wasow (1994: 494) mention the range to 
which the usage of idioms is applied as follows.
Some authors … use the term ‘idiom’ only for truly noncompositional 
expressions. At the other end of the spectrum are learners’ dictionaries, which 
tend to include even those collocations with fully literal interpretations. 
Common usage would suggest that the extension of the term should be more 
inclusive than the former and less than the latter.
3
 Bresnan (1982: 48) makes a similar point about the idiom pull one’s leg 
in 5a as well.  She points out that both the active voice and the passive voice of 
this expression have an idiomatic meaning or a literal meaning.  Concerning the 
example spill the beans in 5c, Wasow, Sag, & Nunberg (1983: 102) and Nunberg, 
Sag, & Wasow (1994: 510) also state that this idiom has an idiomatic interpretation 
both in the active voice and the passive voice.  Moreover, Horn (2003: 247) also 
refers to the grammaticality of the passive of the idiom bury the hatchet in 5b as 
he examines Jackendoff’s 1997 study on idioms.  The passive of bury the hatchet 
is grammatical, as shown in i (the example in i is from Horn 2003: 247).
(i) The hatchet was finally buried after years of fighting.
For Jackendoff 1997, the idiom bury the hatchet has ‘a sort of metaphorical 
semantic composition’ (p. 168), and according to him, such a semantic property 
enables idioms to passivize.  Horn, however, argues that some of such idioms 
reject passive constructions, as shown below (the examples in ii are from Horn 
2003: 248).
(ii) a.*The nettle was grasped by Bill.
b.*Ass was chewed by the boss.
c.*Ass was kissed by most of the employees.
d.*The pooch was really screwed by Joe this time.
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e.*Hell was caught by every employee of the company.
f.*The hay is hit by Fred every night at 8:00 PM.
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